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What Did Literary Patronage Mean to an
Individualistic W riter in the 1930s:
The Case o f Duanmu Hongliang

Haiti Kong
A number of the practices and
representations of artists and writers can only
be explained by reference to the field of
power, inside of which the literary field is itself
in a dominated position.
Pierre Bourdieu

The Rules of Art

In the 1930s, literary writing attracted many educated and
ambitious young people simply because it promised not only a
new opportunity, but also immediate fame. Some fortunate
writers, such as Xiao Hong and Xiao Jun, became overnight
sensations after their literary debut during that period. Their
initial question was how to get their early work published as the
first step in the process of public recognition. Duanmu Hongliang
was among those young people looking for a path that would
lead him to success. The case of how Duanmu emerged in the
literary field (wentan) and how he was treated afterward is quite
interesting and revealing, particularly for one investigating the
role of individuality in the literary field of the 1930s in China. This
study involves two aspects: the im portance of making
connections (literary, social, political, and personal) and the
danger of maintaining one’s individuality in the highly politicized
literary field during that period.
An earlier version of this article was delivered at the 1997
Annual Meeting of the Association for Asian Studies. This final version
benefited a great deal from the comments of the two anonymous
readers, for which I am very grateful. All the translations from Chinese
texts are mine unless otherwise indicated.
Journal o f Modern Literature in Chinese 2.1 (July 1998): 31-51
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蕭紅蕭軍

端木蕻良

文壇

32

Haili Kong

Duanmu Hongliang was born in 1912. His original name
was Cao Hanwen，which he changed to Cao Jingping.1 He grew
up in a wealthy Han-and-Manchu landowning family in Liaoning
province, Northeast China. Like Xiao Jun and Xiao Hong,
Duanmu was also an exile from Northeast China during the War
of Resistance, but his literary debut was
achieved with far more difficulty than
those of the two Xiaos. Even after he
gained national fame from his literary
writing, it took a long while before he
was accepted by his colleagues. In
1996, when he passed away, his literary
w orks—five novels (excluding his
uncompleted ones), nearly a hundred
short stories and novellas, and
numerous
poems,
plays,
and
Xiao Hong and Duanmu Hongliang in essays—Still had not yet received
Xi'an in March 1938.
appropriate critical attention in Mainland
—九三八年三月端木蕻良與蕭紅於西安。 China，
2 and it is only since the seventies

曹漢文曹京平

屈原
鄭振鐸王統照

1 Duanmu Hongliang's (1912-1996) original surname is Cao. His
first name, Hanwen, was given by his father who purposely put the
character aHan" in all his sons' given names because of its antiManchu implication. Duanmu went to Nankai Middle School in Tianjin
in 1928 and changed his name to Jingping, adopting the character
“ping” from Qu Yuan (340?B.C. - 278?B.C.)，whose original first name
was Ping. In 1936, in response to the suggestion of his first literary
benefactor, Zheng Zhenduo，and Wang Tongzhao, he created
“Duanmu Hongliang” as his primary pen name. As a matter of fact, it
has been his official name ever since. He chose the double-character
“Duanmu” as his surname because he wanted his name to be different
and unique; his first name “Hongliang” is homophonous with red
sorghum, one of the most popular grains in the Northeast. So, in a
sense, his pen name reflected his emotional attachment to his native
Northeast. But its main purpose was to catch the reader's attention.
2 Since the early 1980s, a few critics in Mainland China have
begun to show interest in Duanmu and his fiction. However, their
primary research has remained politically-oriented, mostly focusing on
Duanmu’s works in the 1930s and exploring his patriotism and class
consciousness. It overlooks the aesthetic achievements of Duanmu
and his special role in modern Chinese literature.
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that some critics, such as C. T. Hsia in America and Liu Yichang
夏志清劉以鬯
in Hong Kong, have praised the literary merits of Duanmu’s
works. The reasons for this neglect can be traced back to the
situation in the literary field of the 1930s.
After his narrow escape from the police search for the
members of the northern branch of the League of Left-Wing
左聯北方支部
Writers in Beijing in the summer of 1933, when Duanmu took
refuge at his brother's home in Tianjin, he, then aged twentyone, completed his first and probably best novel, Ke'erqinqi 科爾沁旗草原
caoyuan [The Korchin banner plains], within four months
quite am azingly.3 If it had
im m ediately been published,
xt] i
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Duanmu would have been
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acclaimed as a new star right
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away. But in actuality, the process
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of publication was much more
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difficult and painful than he could
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possibly have anticipated.
Who could help him
publish the novel? Duanmu first
k%
thought of Lu Xun, a w idely
魯迅
acknowledged sponsor and
“mentor to a whole generation of
々a Chinese youth” （
Goldblatt 1985:
■ ,
199),4 but Lu Xun lived in
Shanghai, which is far from
Tianjin, where Duanmu was
A“ ，
staying. Then the name of Zheng
Zhenduo (1898-1958) dawned
upon him. Zheng Zhenduo was
,h
then a professor at Yanjing
U niversity in Beijing and an
influential literary figure. So,
whenever he finished a chapter
,
^
…^ ^ 。 ^
or two, Duanmu mailed the AA,letter
w to Kong
^ Haili
u from Duanmu
n
u ..
Hongliang.
m anuscript directly to Z h e n g 端木蕻良致孔海立函。
3 In his lIMy Writing Experience,Duanmu offers a rather detailed
description about his feeling, his inspiration, and how he completed his
first novel, Phoenix Feather ^980: 102-10).
4 For more detailed analysis of Lu Xun’s role in sponsoring
younger generation writers, see Goldblatt (1985).
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Zhenduo. By the time Duanmu finished the novel, Zheng had
read it all, but Duanmu himself had no chance to review or
revise his work in its entirety before the first edition was
published. On December 18, 1933, Zheng Zhenduo sent
Duanmu a very enthusiastic letter, after he had finished the
novel. The letter says,
When the last part of your manuscript arrived, how happy I was!
This is the longest novel of the past decade, and it is of
excepWona丨quality. I must try my best to help publish it. There
may be improper parts that need to be deleted; I wonder if you
will agree. Also some words wrongly written have to be
corrected, so several months w川 be needed before it can be
sent out for printing. . . . Such a magnificent work makes me too
excited to sleep. . . . I predict that it will astonish its readers on
publication. (Li 1982a: 151)

商務書局

大地的海

Zheng Zhenduo's letter sounds very supportive, and most
of his comments turned out to be valid, but publication of the
novel was delayed until 1939, six years after it was completed.5
One of the reasons for the delay was that Duanmu stubbornly
refused to act on Zheng Zhenduo's suggestion to take out the
"improper parts” （
Zhong 1988: 252). Additionally, the publisher，
Shangwu shuju [Commercial Press], was very conservative and
mainly interested in publishing the classics. Yet another reason
for delay was that the author, Duanmu, was outside the known
literary circle.
After the ambitious Duanmu came to Shanghai, the
cultural center at the time, in 1936, he finished his second novel,
Dadi de hai [The sea of earth], within five months. He probably
assumed that the editors would appreciate his work right away,
as had Zheng Zhenduo, so he mailed the manuscript directly to
5

徐調孚
大明湖
茅盾

In August of 1937，with Mao Dun’s strong recommendation，
The Korchin Banner Plains was finally ready to be printed by the
Huamei Printing House in Shanghai. However, before printing, the
printing house caught fire because of a sudden Japanese air raid. Xu
Diaofu risked his life to rescue the manuscript from the fire. In this fire,
Lao She's novel Daminghu (Lake Darning) was lost. Eventually
Kaiming Publishing House agreed to print the novel, and this too was
through the efforts of Mao Dun (Duanmu 1991b).
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Zuojia [Writer], a well-known literary journal, without enclosing
any sponsors' letters. The manuscript was returned to him
immediately. Most frustrating was his discovery that the editors
of Zuojia had never even taken a look at his manuscript; he
purposely inserted one page of the manuscript upside down,
and when it was returned, he found that the page remained
upside down (see Duanmu 1981). He was angry that even a
journal like Zuojia (not to mention other journals), which was
supposedly influenced.by Lu Xun, could treat a nameless
potential contributor’s manuscripts that badly. Angry and
disappointed, Duanmu wrote a letter to Lu Xun to complain
about the situation.
Actually, Duanmu had tried to contact Lu Xun as early as
when he was a student at Qinghua University and editor of
Kexue xinwen [Scientific news] (the journal of the northern
branch of the League of Left-Wing Writers) in 1933. He used a
female name, (<Ye Zhilin," in his correspondence with Lu Xun, but
nothing said was directly related to asking for patronage.6 Soon
after he arrived in Shanghai, in mid-February, Duanmu wrote
again，still signing his letter “Ye Zhilin” and asking to see Lu Xun
in person. Lu Xun replied by letter on February 22, almost
w ithout delay, but he refused Duanmu’s request. The
consequence of the refusal was that Duanmu lost his only
opportunity to see Lu Xun in person. Duanmu wrote again to Lu
Xun on July 10, 1936. He told Lu Xun of his unpleasant
experience with Zuojia and enclosed two chapters of The Sea of
Earth. This time Lu Xun replied promptly and asked for the
whole manuscript.
After reading the novel, Lu Xun wrote to commend it, but
he suggested that Duanmu send him short stories instead
because it was too difficult to publish a novel. Actually, Zheng
Zhenduo had expressed a similar opinion to Duanmu earlier.
This time the frustrated Duanmu followed the instruction. He
sent a short story，“Ciluhu de youyu” [The sorrows of Egret

作家

科學新聞
葉之琳

蛰鷺湖的憂鬱

6
Lu XunJs first letter to the editor of Scientific News (Duanmu)
was sent on August 1, 1933. Lu Xun requested that a correction be
made of the item in Scientific News which said Mao Dun had been
arrested, because it was inaccurate. As soon as Duanmu knew of this
letter, he wrote back a letter signed Ye Zhilin, which reached Lu Xun on
August 25, 1936 (Lu Xun 1981: 15. 95-96).
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Lake], to Zheng Zhenduo, and under Zheng's recommendation,
the story was published in the journal Wenxue [Literature] on
August 1, 1936; it was Duanmu's first literary publication in a
reputable and influential journal. In the meantime, he sent
another story, “Yeye weishenme bu chi gaoliangmi zhou” [Why
doesn’t grandpa eat gaoliang gruel?], to Lu Xun, who wrote back
to criticize the story as being "a little bit too depressing" and
having “too many rare words that puzzle the reader” and “too
much authorial interference in narration" (Lu Xun 1981: 13. 684).
However, Lu Xun recommended the short story to Zuojia
anyway, and in two months, on October 18, it did appear in
Zuojia without the author's revision.
Duanmu wrote eight letters to Lu Xun in the ten months
after arriving in Shanghai, and Lu Xun did not respond in any
encouraging way to him until Duanmu complained about Zuojia
in August. Why was that? Did the complaints about the journal
catch Lu Xun's attention and alter the situation? Maybe. But
besides Lu Xun’s failing health in 1936, he was growing
suspicious about the sincerity of young writers’ requests for
patronage and was afraid of being manipulated. It is worth
mentioning that as early as the end of April, 1925, Ding Ling
(1904-1986) wrote a letter to Lu Xun to tell of her frustrations in
getting a job as a single woman. She hoped that Lu Xun would
help a powerless woman like herself. At the time Lu Xun had
never heard of Ding Ling’s name and immediately suspected
that Shen Congwen had sent that letter and jokingly used a
female pseudonym. Lu Xun was so upset (especially when he
read an article in Jingbao guoyu zhoukan [Mandarin weekly of
Beijing News] by Shen Congwen on July 12, 1925), that he at
once wrote to Qian Xuantong (1887-1939), a May Fourth
scholar, and said in quite an ironic way: "he [Shen Congwen] is
now using all kinds of names and playing all kinds of games" (Lu
Xun 1981: 12. 446).7
The fact is that Duanmu first wrote to Lu Xun using a
female name, and even asked if he could knit a sweater for Lu
Xun.8 It is not clear why Duanmu decided to adopt a female
7 For more details, see Wu (1994: 57).
8 In his first reply to Duanmu, Lu Xun politely refused Duanmu’s
offer to knit a sweater for him. It says, "Although it is already autumn in
Shanghai, the weather is still warm. I have already aired my woolen
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name and tone. Perhaps he was afraid that the mail would be
censored, owing to the reign of white terror at the time; he might
have thought that a female voice would more easily get Lu Xun’s
attention. However, it is interesting to note that Duanmu’s first
letter to Lu Xun was sent out in the summer of 1933, at about
the same time that Lu Xun wrote to Cao Juren (1900-1972),9 to
voice his disappointment with the younger generation. Lu Xun
said, "The young people now seem more sagacious and astute
than my generation. Some of them are only concerned with their
short-term interests, for which they will even cheat or trap each
other” （
Lu Xun 1981: 12.185). Even back in the 1920s，Lu Xun
was tired of being trapped in his willingness to help young
writers. He once told Xu Guangping,

曹聚仁

許廣平

In the past few years, I often tried to help others. When I was in
Beijing, I worked so hard that I forgot about eating, sleeping, and
taking medicine, just because I was overwhelmed with heavy
editing, proof-reading, and writing. However, all such efforts
turned out bitter fruits. (Cao 1973: 195)

Did this mood affect Lu Xun’s attitude toward a stranger like
Duanmu? There is no certain answer. But at least we can
assume that Lu Xun did not appreciate Duanmu’s way of asking
for support, because his early letters to Duanmu sound
diplomatic, standoffish, reluctant, and distant. At the same time,
it is also quite clear that Duanmu^ story might not have been
published in Zuojia if Lu Xun had not recommended it. Lu Xun's
hesitation reflects his dilemma in sponsoring (or somehow
patronizing) the younger generation.
Coincidentally, the day after the publication of Duanmu’s
second story (with Lu Xun's support), Lu Xun passed away.
Duanmu was greatly saddened, in part because he had thus lost
a patron. However, even the connection with Lu Xun was
sufficient to allow Duanmu to enter the literary circle. He was not
alone any more. First，Lu Xun’s disciple Hu Feng (1902-1985)
became Duanmu's new patron, filling the vacuum Lu Xun left.

胡風

vest. Don’t worry about it.” See Duanmu Hongliang’s “My Writing
Experience” （
Hsia and Kong 1996: 427-38).
9
Cao Juren, writer and editor, was Lu Xun's friend in the 1930s.
His Lu Xun pingzhuan has been quite influential (see Cao 1973).
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Hu wrote a very positive review of Duanmu’s “The Sorrows of
Egret Lake,” in which he praised the story as “an invaluable
harvest from our literary creation of the year";10 he helped
publish Duanmu's novel The Sea o f Earth by making an
arrangement with Shenghuo shudian (a book company) and
Wenxue (a literary journal); he introduced Duanmu to Mao Dun
(1896-1985) just one month after Lu Xun’s death;11 he invited
Duanmu to join his editorial board at Qiyue [July].
After making Mao Dun’s acquaintance，Duanmu was soon
invited to join the literary salon Riyao She [Sunshine club], which
was headed by Mao Dun and whose membership included such
associates of Lu Xun as Wang Tongzhao (1897-1957), Zhang
Tianyi (1906-1985), Sha Ting (1904-1992), and Ai Wu (19041992). This is the first formal literary group Duanmu joined after
his student days. According to Duanmu, the members of the
Sunshine Club met once a week, usually on Sundays, at the
Xinya Restaurant to discuss matters literary and political. But
this was not a highly disciplined political organization; rather, it
held regular dinner gatherings in a relaxing atmosphere.
During Duanmu’s stay in Shanghai between January 1936
and September 1937, Mao Dun often gave him helpful advice
and constructive suggestions. For instance, he suggested that
Duanmu listen to pingtan (storytelling and ballad singing in the
Suzhou dialect) to become familiar with some Southern dialects;
this turned out to be useful in his later works.12 It is also Mao Dun1
2
0
10 See Hu Feng (1936). It was Hu Feng who first found the
manuscript of The Sea of Earth at Lu Xun's home after Lu Xun's death
in 1936.
11 The first meeting between Mao Dun and Duanmu was
arranged by Hu Feng not long after Lu Xun's funeral. It was Song Zhidi
(1914-1956) who invited Mao Dun, Hu Feng, Duanmu and other
people to dinner at the Dadong Restaurant in Shanghai (Li 1982a:
154). Even after Duanmu left Shanghai, Mao Dun still consistently
gave him and Xiao Hong moral support, especially during Duanmu's
stay in Hong Kong from 1940 to 1941, but then they were not as close
as when both were in Shanghai.
12 In several short stories, Duanmu, a lover of dialects, uses
Southern dialects to create a special polyphonic environment. See
“Tun she’er” [Snake swallower] and “Sanyue yequ” [Nocturne in
March].
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who finally helped publish Duanmu's The Korchin Banner Plains
(see Duanmu 1991b). Besides, Duanmu gradually established a
personal relationship with Mao Dun. In June 1936, Mao Dun was
very concerned about Duanmu's health, which was failing due to
his over-loaded writing schedule, and Mao Dun suggested that
Duanmu make a relaxing trip to Qingdao. He also asked
Duanmu to help him check out the quality of high schools in
Qingdao for his daughter.13
As a matter of fact, Duanmu's literary
“debut,” although delayed and eventful,
was still fairly successful. By the time he
left Shanghai in late summer of 1937, he
was known as a “promising one” from the
Northeastern writers’ group，along with
Xiao Jun and Xiao Hong. Why then (again)
was Duanmu neglected for such a long
time in literary circles? Why was he not
even assessed properly for works that
merited critical attention? Is this because Nie Gannu, Xiao Hong, Ding Ling and
he married Xiao Hong after the two Xiaos ^ a n m u Hongl^ng (wears riding boots) in
y

Xi'an in March 1938.

parted ways in 1938,14 as many p e o p le 聶 紺 勞 、蕭 紅 、丁 玲 、端 木蕻良（穿馬靴），
have assumed? The reasons for neglect —九三八年三月於西安。
13 As a result of his trip to Qingdao, Duanmu gained some new
inspiration and wrote three chapters of his uncompleted novel Dashidai
[Great times] in 1941, After Duanmu left Shanghai in 1937, his
friendship with Mao Dun did not develop any further.
14 Whether Duanmu and Xiao Hong were ever married or just
cohabited is highly controversial. In May 1938, Duanmu and Xiao Hong
held a simple “wedding banquet” at Datong Restaurant in Wuhan.
Duanmu's third sister-in-law, Liu Guoying, her father Liu Zhenyue, Ai
Qing, Hu Feng，and Xiao Hong’s Japanese friend Ikeda Yukiko
attended this banquet, presided by Liu Zhenyue. The couple did not
apply for a m arriage certificate because Xiao Hong was very
disappointed by the governm ent's attitude toward the War of
Resistance and refused to apply for anything from the government at
that time. In actuality, many couples during that period were socially
acknowledged as husband and wife, without holding marriage
certificates. Xiao Jun and Xiao Hong never had a marriage certificate
and did not hold a “wedding banquet.”

劉國英劉鎮毓
池田幸子
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are complicated, but it seems to me that it is not his relationship
with Xiao Hong that was at issue but Duanmu’s personality and
temperament, which made it difficult for him to follow either the
radical revolutionary trend or join any conservative groups. As a
consequence, Duanmu became alienated from both sides. He
did get involved with student movements and the League of LeftWing W riters in the early 1930s, and he did try to be a
professional writer when he stayed in Chongqing in the late
1930s. But Duanmu could not comply with either side, for he did
not want to conform at the expense of sacrificing his individuality,
although political and moral pressures came from many
directions. Maintaining one’s individuality was not only difficult，
but also troublesome.
One example is his disagreement with Hu Feng. It is
undeniable that Hu Feng played an important role by introducing
Duanmu into the literary circle in 1936, as mentioned above.
There is no doubt that Duanmu's career would have been very
different had it not been for Hu Feng’s support in 1936. In a
sense, Duanmu is the only person to blame for being
“ungrateful” to his own patron.
But, on closer investigation, we will find that it is not fair to
blame Duanmu at all. As a matter of fact, Duanmu did not get
along with Hu Feng as early as 1937. Not only did Duanmu
disagree with many of Hu's literary and political ideas, but also
he disliked Hu’s interference into his personal life with Xiao
Hong. Neither Duanmu nor Xiao Hong liked the way Hu Feng
treated his friends; they thought he was too cliquey and cold.
They thought that he in some way acted like an underground
secret agent. Duanmu is usually reticent, but he is never afraid
of revealing his own opinions.15 On several occasions, Duanmu
15
The most convincing example is that Duanmu talked back
bravely when the leader of his working unit was questioning him and
accusing Xiao Hong to be a member of Hu Feng's anti-Party clique in
the mid-1950s. A witness in a commemorative article on Xiao Hong
writes, “Duanmu，
s facial expressions suddenly changed. A painfully
twisted face turned red; lips were trembling. . . . ‘Whipping the body of
a dead enemy is a feudal emperor's way of doing things! It does not
matter if you arrest me or even execute me. Do whatever you want.
But I will not allow you to slander Xiao Hong!1Duanmu suddenly stood
up, shaking with anger. The leader shouted at him twice: 'Sit down,
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openly expressed his disagreement with Hu Feng; this might not
have been what Hu Feng expected and Hu Feng felt hurt. For
instance, in late 1936, Duanmu was invited to attend the first
editorial board meeting of Q/yue, presided by Hu Feng in
Shanghai. When they were debating an appropriate title for the
new journal, Duanmu voted for Xiao Hong^ proposed title Qiyue
and against Hu Feng's Zhanhuo wenyi [Literature and arts of the
war], because he preferred a title more literary rather than
political. Although this did not develop into a serious political
debate, such as the Two Slogans polemics between Lu Xun/Hu
Feng and Zhou Yang in the mid-1930s,16 Duanmu, after that
meeting, felt rather subtle a coldness and distance between Hu
Feng and himself (see Duanmu 1995).
This distance became more and more obvious after
Duanmu and Xiao Hong flew to Hong Kong in 1940. According
to Xiao Hong’s letter to Hua Gang17 on 7 July 1940, “Hu Feng
wrote to Lu Xun’s wife and told her that I [Xiao Hong] secretly
flew to Hong Kong and behaved mysteriously. . . . This hurt me,
but he would not like to take the responsibility, because he might
say he did it unintentionally. . . . This carefree style may hurt
others, but at the same time it hurts him.HAlmost two weeks
later, on 28 July 1940, Xiao Hong said more directly in another
letter to Hua Gang: "In the past, Hu Feng himself was framed by
others. It was Mr. Lu Xun who, then still living, helped counter
those attacks. Now, only three or five years later, he [Hu Feng]
treated his own colleagues the same way. It is horrible! It is
you!1Duanmu walked out of the office. No matter how the leader yelled
at him, Duanmu did not even turn back" (Ge 1997: 48). This incident
shows Duanmu’s feelings toward Xiao Hong, as well as his personality.
16The polemics on Zhou Yang’s “national defense literature” and
Hu Feng’s “mass literature of the national revolutionary struggle”
actually reflects the power struggle among leftist writers in the 1930s.
See Denton (1996: 403-408).
17 Hua Gang was the editor of Xinhua Daily in Chongqing
between 1938 and 1940. He was one of Xiao Hong and Duanmu’s
close friends then. It was he who arranged for Xiao Hong and Duanmu
to leave Chongqing for Hong Kong in 1940. He died during the Cultural
Revolution in 1972. Nine years later, Tan Binruo，Hua Gang’s wife,
returned to Duanmu nine letters, six written by Xiao Hong and three by
Duanmu, between 24 June 1940 and 14 March 1941 (Cao 1983: 18).

戰火文藝

周揚

華崗

談賓若

42

梅志

Haili Kong

tragic!w(Beifang luncong 1983:10-11)
On the other hand, when Mei Zhi (1914-), Hu Feng's wife,
was asked about Duanmu in 1996, sixty years after Hu Feng
and Duanmu first met in Shanghai in 1936, she first said (firmly),
“I have no comments on Duanmu.” Then, she reluctantly said，
In my impression, Duanmu is a smart and capable person. Hu
Feng did write several essays to praise Duanmu’s fiction in the
1930s. But the praise was only for the literary works he created,
not for Duanmu as a person. Hu Feng and Duanmu disagreed
with each other in many aspects. We have never been good
friends.”18

山西臨汾民族
革命大學

It is clear that Duanmu and Hu did not get along soon after they
became acquainted. However, the uneasy relationship between
Hu Feng and Duanmu was not just the result of a personality
clash. In some ways it reflected the literary climate in China
during and after the 1930s，in which any friendships could be
politicized, moralized, and socialized. No matter how much
Duanmu (and Xiao Hong too, for that matter) would like to be an
independent writer rather than a follower of a certain group or an
authoritative figure, he still might have been considered to
belong to a certain group, say Hu Feng's Qiyue. 19Therefore,
Duanmu was criticized by both Hu Feng’s friends and enemies,
even after he decided to go his own way without support from a
patron.
Probably m o s n ro n ic are Ding U n g ’s comments on
Duanmu, which shed light on the main reason why most leftwing writers disliked Duanmu, then and later. In 1938, Duanmu
was invited to teach at Shanxi Revolutionary University in Linfen.
18 Mei Zhi joined the League of Left-Wing Writers in 1932 and
assisted her husband in editing Qiyue during the War of Resistance.
Her words are quoted from a personal phone interview by the author
on 31 July 1996.
19 Quite ironically, Duanmu was accused by the authorities of
being a Hu Feng clique member in the mid-1950s. Duanmu finally
escaped further persecution during the Anti-Hu Feng Purge because
the letters between Hua Gang and Duanmu/Xiao Hong reveal the
conflict between them. On the other hand, Hu Feng was a victim too,
as an individualistic writer.
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Along with Xiao Hong and Xiao Jun, he was to train the young
students to be anti-Japanese fighters during the War. Ding Ling,
who was head of the Northwest Battlefield Service Troupe sent
by Yan'an, also witnessed the emotional tension among these
three Northeasterners. Ding Ling no doubt was an authoritative
figure there. Many young people not only admired her but also
took her as their idol, patron, and mentor. Her opinions were
quite influ entia l among many young people at Shanxi
Revolutionary University, and among left-wing writers in other
areas. But it seems that Duanmu still went his own way in the
“extremely” revolutionary and “collectivized” environment in
Linfen and did not follow the trend as most of the others did.
In the early 1980s, Ding Ling recalled life in the thirties:
[T]hat was an extremely patriotic period. Anti-Japanese
sentiments had reached their peak. All the conscientious writers
were deeply involved in the War. However, Duanmu seemed
careless, apathetic, and aloof. He always wore a fashionable
jacket and leather boots, while everyone else was in grey or
yellow uniforms. He always got up late, often near noon, while
others led a highly disciplined, military-like life. He liked to stroll
in the woods by the lake with Xiao Hong privately, while others
seized every minute to study or write. In other words, he was just
different. How could he be a disciplined revolutionary? How
could I have anything in common with him at that time? (Ding
Ling 1981)

In a sense Ding Ling is correct. Duanmu was indeed “different.”
He did have strong patriotic feelings, but he expressed them in
his own way. He joined many activities with left-wing writers, but
he never became associated closely with any cliques.
Unfortunately, being “different” caused him trouble and even
made him a target of attack for the other comrades.
The more Duanmu held on to his “ individ ual” and
nonchalant attitude, the less people supported him when he
needed backing and understanding in the literary circle. When
he was caught in the amorous triangle with Xiao Jun and Xiao
Hong，all kinds of gossip and framed “scandals” poured out on
him.20 Among the three, Duanmu was strangely denounced as
20
This love triangle is quite complicated and controversial. For
more detailed information, see Kong (1998).
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an “irresponsible person” and having the “responsibility” for Xiao
Hong’s misfortune. Whenever other writers (including these from
Northeast China) mentioned Duanmu in their writings, they
showed their disdain by omitting his name: Mei Lin (1908-1986),
for instance, mentions him three times in his commemorative
article on Xiao Hong, but he describes Duanmu as “a person
wearing a fashionable Western suit, with flat shoulders, long
hair, a pale face and a raspy voice,” calling him “XX” and “he”
(Wang 1981: 67).
A more revealing example is that, when Xiao Hong and
Duanmu decided to leave Xi’an for Wuhan in 1938 though most
of their colleagues from Shanxi Revolutionary University were
headed for Yan’an, Duanmu even became a “Satan” figure for
having led Xiao Hong astray. Ding Ling writes,
Although Yan'an is not an ideal place for writers to live there
forever, it is still a good place where one can achieve something
lofty and grand without being caught in trivial daily matters
during the War of Resistance. In addition to that, there is a
youthful spirit, or special vitality here that perhaps could make
her [Xiao Hong] healthier. But Xiao Hong went south. Until now, I
still regret that I did not interfere enough in helping change her
lifestyle (Wang 1981: 27).

聶紺弩

Ding Ling’s concern is clearly political rather than moral,
ideological rather than personal.
Nie Gannu (1903-1986), who knew Duanmu and Xiao
Hong at Shanxi Revolutionary University, even sighed on seeing
Xiao Hong fall in love with Duanmu. He said, l(l know very
clearly, even better than if I saw it all with my own eyes, that this
eagle with golden wings, trapped by her own spirit of selfsacrifice, is falling from the sky to the 'dead place of slavery!"1
(Wang 1981: 35). In other words, in the eyes of these left-wing
writers, Duanmu is considered an almost “evil” character on
moral and political grounds.21 This situation marginalized
21
Hu Feng was also the one who disapproved of Xiao Hong’s
marriage to Duanmu (Dai 1994: 130), although he attended the
wedding banquet. He thought Xiao Hong had not thought carefully
enough.
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Duanmu in the era of revolution and greatly affected later
generations1view of his role in the literary field.22
Besides the comments about Duanmu from those of the
left-wing, Wang Xindi (b. 1912), a modernist poet of the Jiuye
[Nine leaves] school and a fellow student of Duanmu both at
Nankai in Tianjin and Qinghua in Beijing, said that Duanmu
impressed him as a radical activist in school:
He seemed smart but never studied hard. I was surprised when I
discovered Duanmu’s interest in Cao Xueqin and that he had
even written two volumes of a trilogy centered on the life of Cao
Xueqin. According to my impression, he was one who liked to
take an unorthodox path in order to succeed. He was so different
from us. (Wang 1996)

Again, his "being differenf won him support from neither leftwing writers nor liberal modernist writers.23 Zhou Jingwen, the
leader of the Northeast Democratic Movement in Hong Kong,
227l7esjtuatj〇nremajnsunchangedaMeastuntjltheearty1990s.
Many biographies of Xiao Hong, for instance, only contain pictures of
Xiao Jun and other friends of hers; they simply exclude Duanmu, her
husband. Further, Duanmu was not invited to attend the First
International Symposium on Xiao Hong in Harbin in 1981. Instead of
attending the meeting, the sad Duanmu stayed at home, wrote a poem
in memory of Xiao Hong, and mailed it to Huang Li, the son-in-law of
his friend Huang Guliu, who himself carried Xiao Hong’s ashes from
Hong Kong to Guangzhou and re-buried her in 1957. Duanmu asked
him to put the poem and some flowers in front of Xiao Hong’s grave in
Guangzhou at the Qingming festival to show his respect. For more
details, see Duanmu (1991a: 43).
23Apparently Duanmu had no real friends until he and Xiao Hong
moved to Hong Kong in 1940. Probably Hong Kong, distant from the
tensions of the contentious literary field, was relatively liberal and free.
Zhou Jingwen，Duanmu’s boss in Hong Kong, saw Duanmu as “a
person who acted like a spoiled child . . . He impressed me as one who
did not always comply with convention, and was often in a melancholy
and depressed mood” （
Liu 1977: 112). As an outsider，Zhou’s
observation seems more objective and less prejudiced than those of
many of Duanmu’s colleagues in Wuhan，
Xi’an，and Chongqing.
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was the financial sponsor and employer of Duanmu and Xiao
Hong when they stayed in Hong Kong from 1940 to 1942 (Liu
1977: 109). Zhou was the form er president of N ortheastern
University before the Japanese invasion (see Shen 52). Howard
G o ld b la tt，Liu Y ich a n g ，and Ding Yanzhao all quoted Zhou
Jingwen’s comments on Duanmu in their books on Xiao Hong
and Duanmu in order to give a more objective description of
D u a n m u ’s c h a ra c te r and his re la tio n s h ip w ith X ia o Hong
(Goldblatt 1989: 122; Liu 1977: 109-15; Ding 1991: 269-71). It
seems that the main problem for Duanmu was that he belonged
nowhere in this highly politicized era.
In his article “A Sketch o f Sun D ianying,” published in
Qiyue on 16 October 1937, Duanmu wrote, "Somebody once
asked Sakyamuni how one could become a Buddha, since there
were so many people in this world. The answer was that ‘Each
man has his own path!”’ Duanmu picked his own path toward
success, but he was not accepted by the others, mainly because
“he [in his spoiled manner, carefree attitude] did not always
follow conventions” （
Liu 1977: 112)，and “he is just different,” as
sum m ed up by both D ing Ling and W ang X indi. It is also
interesting to note that Duanm u never defended him self by
openly responding to criticism , w hether moral or political.24 I
believe that this was also his own way to cope with ^personal"
m atters in the m undane world; Duanm u’s not responding to
c ritic is m , how ever, does not m ean th a t he neve r su ffe red
personal pain owing to others' misunderstanding and prejudice.
In a s e n s e ，th e iro n y o f D u a n m u ’s case is th a t the
importance of individuality, which was advocated by the leading
figures of the May Fourth Movement, had gradually diminished
24
The only exception was probably his implicit expression of
personal anger and cry for understanding through his allegorical story
“Diao’e bao” [Osprey Village] in 1942, the year Xiao Hong died in Hong
Kong. His main character，Shilong，is amazingly similar to Ding Ling’s
description of Duanmu. In the story, Shilong “was incorrigibly lazy and，
apparently, worthless. He had no talent for keeping good company or
for getting into people's good graces: he was capable neither of
bringing a smile to their faces nor of forcing one onto his own” （
285).
Shilong was unfairly treated by his fellow villagers because of his being
different; however, he still sacrificed his life in a vain attempt to
challenge the thousand-year-old custom at the village.

What Did Literary Patronage Mean to an Individualistic Writer
in the 1930s

47

in the course of a collectivist trend in the literary field in the
1930s. In his famous essay on “Humane Literature，
” published in
1918，Zhou Zuoren calls for attention to an “individualistic
ideology” （
Denton 1996: 154), and according to him,
humanitarianism “starts with man，the individual.” He clearly
explains the ideal relationship between the individual and human
beings in general. He says, "Mankind can hope to move
gradually closer together. The unit is I, the individual; the sum
total is all humanity" (1996: 160).
In later years, however, conscious and unconscious
collectivist tendencies turned out to be even stronger, and the
independence of individual writers proved to be more vulnerable
than the advocates of new literature had anticipated during the
May Fourth Movement. In the 1930s, a second generation of
modern writers, for whom this independence was self-evident,
entered the stage. At the same time, however, writers were
facing increased demands to give up their independence, even
their manner and life style, in favor of lending support to political
action and to the War against Japan. Literary associations and
societies constituted visible strongholds of literary production,
and bound individual writers into collectively operating units.
Writers who were not affiliated with any such organizations,
especially latecomers such as Duanmu Hongliang, often felt the
need to seek patronage. This literary patronage system affected
individual creation positively, by providing publishing
opportunities for young w riters, but also negatively, by
suffocating the “normal” development of many talented writers
as individuals. A unique voice from an independent individual
might be im m ediately silenced by p o litica lly powerful
associations. Such associations always tried to pursue
concerted actions, an example being the League of Left-Wing
Writers’ call for “national defense literature，
” and writers suffered
from a loss of their individualistic creativity. Naturally, the
consequence is that, as Shen Congwen pointed out as early as
1931, "the bigger a literary association gets, the less successful
an individual writer will beM(Wu 1994: 185).
If Duanmu had not received proper literary patronage in
1936, his career would have followed a different story. On the
other hand, because he did not follow the main trend after
entering the literary stage, his unconventional manner and
unyielding attitude made him almost marginal. No matter how
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talented and prolific Duanmu was, his pride, stubbornness, and
nonchalant lifestyle alienated him from his literary colleagues;
this finally created an awkward situation which he had to suffer
through for almost a half century. He did acquire his literary
patrons at an early stage, but he did not give up his own
principles to comply with others. Thus, he had to live with the
consequences. Besides, the patronage he received at different
stages illuminates this fact: the literary field is constantly
dominated by the field of power in twentieth-century China.
Pierre Bourdieu points out that “one must analyze the position of
the literary field within the field of power and its evolution in time"
(Bourdieu 1996: 214). In Duanmu’s case, Lu Xun’s ambivalent
attitudes reveal not only his possible suspicion of the sincerity of
the particular stranger that Duanmu was, but also his concern
about the power structure of the literary field (operating through
personal connections and control over the channels for
publication). Lu Xun, through comments on Duanmu’s short
story, may be imposing on the younger writer his own views on
literature, such as those relating to the “mood” （
not “too
depressing”) and the use of standard “language” （
no “rare words
or local dialects"). We may sense, from his fairly harsh criticisms,
that Lu Xun does not like Duanmu^ writing style, but he still
generously recommended Duanmu’s story without asking him to
make changes; this can be explained as Lu Xun's respect for
others’ creative individuality. If Lu Xun’s gesture here is purely
literary (and, somehow，patriarchal)，then Ding Ling’s remarks
are obviously based on her political bias and ideological
prejudice. How could she only accept those like herself? The
創造社 controlling agendas of literary associations, from the Creation
太陽社
Society (1921-1929) to the Sun Society (1928)，and to the
League of Left-Wing Writers (19301936)，became more and more
politica l, and more and more
intolerant of unique voices. Duanmu's
case shows that the phenomenon of
lite ra ry patronage reflected the
continuing influence of collectivist
trends in the field of literature in the
A photo of Duanmu Hongliang (dated June 27, 193 〇S. Such an influence finally
1995)

端 木蕻良（攝於一九九五年六月二十七日）

developed into a controlling pow er

which com pelled ind ivid ualistic
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writers to conform to the revolutionary regime, and intellectuals
became highly vulnerable in the literary world during and after
the 1930s.
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